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Synopsis 


Act I A Town Square in the Kingdom of Le Roi Ouf - The citizens of the kingdom 
of Le Roi Ouf are annually promised a public execution but because the criminal element 
has been so successfully suppressed, a victim is for the moment unavailable. An ancient law 
prescribes that any citizen who strikes the king will be immediately put to death so Le Roi 
Ouf ventures forth disguised as a commoner, hoping to engage an unsuspecting soul in 
altercation. The situation is further complicated by the arrival of the Princess Laoula 
from the neighboring court of King Mataquin. Although unaware of the arrangement, 
she is the promised bride of Le Roi Ouf and in anticipation of her arrival, the king consults 
with his astrologer, Siroco, who prepares a daily (and always favourable) horoscope. 
Princess Laoula arrives in the company of her father’s ambassador Heérisson de Porc- 
Epic. With the ambassador is his wife Aloés and their secretary Tapioca. The quartet are in 
disguise as travelling merchants because, in the words of the ambassador, “the career of any 
successful diplomat requires the manipulation of the simple into the needlessly complicated.” 
The princess has been followed on this journey by Lazuli, a young pedlar, who is in love with 
her and unaware of her royal status. Lazuli’s hopes for a romantic involvement with Laoula 
are encouraged by Siroco who, for a fee, offers to plot the young man’s horoscope. When 
Lazuli approaches the Princess, the Ambassador in his determination to muddle the truth for 
diplomatic security, tells the young pedlar that Laoula is his wife. In the ensuing 
confusion, Lazuli is unwittingly tricked into slapping the king and the promised execution is 
imminent. Siroco’s dramatic arrival interrupts the proceedings. He has discovered a 
celestial linking between the star of Lazuli and Le Roi Ouf: one cannot remain alive if the 
other dies. Le Roi Ouf pardons the young pedlar and invites him to live in the palace. 


Intermission 


Acts Il & Ill The Throne Room of the Palace - Lazuli confesses his affections 
for “a married woman” and advises the king that a husband is not always an obstacle. 
As the party of ambassador Hérisson prepares to be formally presented to the King, 
Lazuli recognizes the ambassador (whom he still believes to be the husband of Laoula) and 
announces his intention to challenge him to a duel. The King is horrified and solves the 
situation by having Hérisson arrested. Not realizing that Laoula is his own promised bride, 
the king helps Lazuli and the princess to escape en bateau. The ambassador reappears, 
having avoided incarceration by diplomatic immunity and tries to gain favour with the king 
by ordering the palace guards to shoot at the “escaping” Lazuli. A gunshot is heard and the 
worst suspected. The Princess Laoula enters and relates that the explosion caused their boat 
to founder. As she tearfully confesses her suspicion that Lazuli has perished, Le Roi Ouf 
orders the entire court into mourning. | 


Clothes belonging to Lazuli are discovered in a nearby lake and while Le Roi Ouf and 
Siroco drown their sorrows in the wine cellar, Lazuli reappears. He has survived his ship- 
wreck with the most trivial of consequences - a head cold. Lazuli surprises the grieving 
princess and their plans to escape are again thwarted by the meddlesome ambassador 
Hérisson. Le Roi Ouf, now cognizant that Laoula is his own promised bride, conceives 
the idea of marrying the princess and imprisoning Lazuli, but Siroco’s discovery of a 
third star in the heavens brings the proceedings to a felicitous conclusion. 


Notes 


The opéra-bouffe L’Etoile was written in 1877 and thus comes 
from the same world as Offenbach’s operettas. But its richness of 
texture and startling originality make it a landmark in the French 
nineteenth century. From the music of Rossini, Bizet and even 
Wagner (who was Chabrier’s idol), the composer forged his own 
utterly personal style, full of melodic charm, audacious harmonies 
and sparkling orchestration. Composers such as Debussy, Satie, 
Poulenc and Stravinsky all held in the highest esteem the work 
which Reynaldo Hahn referred to as “that legendary work, dear and 
sacred to all real musicians, that rare jewel of French operetta.” 


Emmanuel Chabrier (1841-94) was born in the Auvergne, but moved 
with his parents to Paris at the age of 14. In his teens he composed 
piano pieces with exotic titles such as Polka mazurka arabe. 
When he was 22, he undertook the significant task of copying out 
the orchestral score of Tannhduser. But in 1877 he was still a part- 
time composer, earning his living as a civil servant in the Ministry 
of the Interior, when he was introduced to the librettists, Eugéne 
Leterrier and Albert Vanloo. They were much taken with two songs 
he showed them: the Romance de I’étoile (now Lazuli’s second aria) 
and the Couplets du pal (which appear in the Act 1 Finale). These had 
been written to words by Paul Verlaine, but Leterrier and Vanloo saw 
their aptness for inclusion in a new libretto which they were writing. 
As L’Etoile, with Chabrier’s music, it was a hit at the Théatre des 
Bouffes-Parisiens. 


A few years later, in the euphoria engendered by a performance 
of Tristan in Munich, Chabrier resigned his post at the Ministry. 
The well-known masterpieces followed, including Espana, Piéces 
pittoresques and Le Roi malgré lui. None of the stage works achieved 
lasting success in his lifetime; but posterity, during the century 
following Chabrier’s death, has enhanced the reputation of the 
master whom Henri Duparc hailed as “the only one, among the 
musicians I knew, capable of creating a truly French comic genre.’ 
His irrepressible delight in language and its perfect union with 
music has impelled us to perform L’Etoile in the original French. 
In so doing, we can almost hear the voice of the man himself. 


As Vincent d’Indy said: “Chabrier’s style is Chabrier himself, with 
his almost heroic bonhomie, his wealth of imagery, his unexpected 
strokes of wit ... His heart was his dominant faculty: that is why 
Chabrier is a great artist.” 
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